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January 29, 1998 

The Honorable Charles W. Stenhohn 
Ranking Minority Member 
Committee on Agriculture 
House of Representatives 

Subject: Food Assistance: Information on USDA’s Research Activities 

Dear Mr. Stenhohn: 

The Agriculture, Rural Development, Food and Drug Administration, 
and Related Agencies Appropriations Act of 1998 (P.L.10586) effectively 
transferred primary responsibility for research on food assistance and nutrition 
programs from the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Food and Nutrition Service 
(FNS) to the Department’s Economic Research Service (ERS). Previously, ERS 
had conducted some research on issues related to nutrition and food assistance, 
but the bulk of the work was performed by FNS. To provide some baseline 
information that can be used to monitor the effects of this transfer, you asked 
us to list the food assistance-related research projects conducted by FNS and 
ERS during the past 3 fiscal years. 

In developing this information, we met with FNS and ERS officials to discuss 
their research activities over the past 3 fiscal years and obtained a description 
of each research project dealing with nutrition and food assistance. According 
to these officials, the agencies differed in the type of research they performed 
and the way they conducted it. Specifically, FNS generally contracted with 
third parties, such as consulting firms, to collect and evaluate original data. In 
contrast, ERS used its own staff to analyze data collected by others, including 
FNS. Because of these differences, the descriptive information each agency 
provided on its research projects differs somewhat. 

With respect to FNS, we obtained information on each research project that 
was ongoing during any portion of each of the past 3 fiscal years. For each of 
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these projects, we obtained (1) a brief description of the project’s objectives 
and scope; (2) the name of the vendor or government entity that performed the 
research for FNS; (3) the project’s contract cost; (4) when the project started; 
and (5) the project’s actual or expected date of completion. In addition to the 
contract cost, FNS reported that it expended approximately 40, 38, and 37 staff 
years in fiscal years 1995, 1996, and 1997, respectively, on various activities 
associated with conducting research and analysis. 

With respect to ERS, we obtained information on each research project for 
which the results had been published during the past 3 fiscal years. For each of 
these projects, we obtained (1) a description of the objectives/scope; (2) the 
names of the ERS staff who conducted the research; and (3) the publication in 
which the research results were presented. ERS could not provide information 
on the cost of each project but did report that approximately 4 staff years were 
spent conducting food assistance and nutrition research during each fiscal year 
from 1995 through 1997. 

The information we obtained on 113 FNS and 23 ERS nutrition and food 
assistance-related projects is presented in enclosures I and II, respectively. 

We performed our work from November 1997 through January 1998 in 
accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards. However, 
we did not independently verify the data that FNS and ERS provided on their 
research projects. 

We provided a draft of this report to USDA for its review and comment. We 
discussed the report with FNS officials, including the Acting Director of the 
Office of Analysis and Evaluation, and ERS officials, including the Associate 
Director of the Food and Rural Economics Division. FNS and ERS concurred 
with the accuracy of the report. 

As arranged with your office, unless you publicly announce its contents earlier, 
we plan no further distribution of this report until 14 days from the date of this 
letter. At that time, we will send copies of the report to the Chairman and the 
Ranking Minority Member, Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, and 
Forestry; the Chairman, House Committee on Agriculture; and the Secretary of 
Agriculture. We will also make copies available to others upon request. 
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Major contributors to this report were Thomas Slomba tid Kathy R. Alexander. 
Please contact me at (202) 512-5138 if you or your staff have any questions. 

Sincerely yours, 

Robert A. Robinson 
Director, Food and 
Agriculture Issues 

Enclosures - 2 
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Ordering Information 

The first copy of each GAO report and testimony is free. 
Additional copies are $2 each. Orders should be sent to the 
following address, accompanied by a check or money order 
made out to the Superintendent of Documents, when 
necessary. VISA and Mastercard credit cards are accepted, also. 
Orders for 100 or more copies to be mailed to a single address 
are discounted 25 percent. 

Orders by mail: 

U.S. General Accounting Office 
P.O. Box 37050 
Washington, DC 20013 

or visit: 

Room 1100 
700 4th St. NW (corner of 4th and G Sts. NW) 
U.S. General Accounting Office 
Washington, DC 

Orders may also be placed by calliug (202) 512-6000 
or by using fax number (202) 512-6061, or TDD (202) 512-2537. 

Each day, GAO issues a list of newly available reports and 
testimony. To receive facsimile copies of the daily list or any 
list from the past 30 days, please call (202) 512-6000 using a 
touchtone phone. A recorded menu will provide information on 
how to obtain these lists. 

For information on how to access GAO reports on the INTERNET, 
send an e-mail message with “info” in the body to: 

info@www.gao.gov 

or visit GAO’s World Wide Web Home Page at: 

httpzl%ww.gao.gov 
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